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This is the story of one man, one
tree, and nearly 400 violins.
The man’s name is Hratch Ar-
menious_Tchalkouchian, and
his birth certificate will tell you
that he wasborn on May 1,1944,
but this detail of fate is merely a

footnote to the true chronology

of hislife, =

Reckoned by the measure of
time that mattersto himmost —
in otherwords, Violin time — the
Armenian native effectively en-

tered this world late on the first

day of winter in the year 1967.
On-a moonless. December
night, Tchalkouchian and five
helpers.climbed up .into the

Caucasus Mouritains above the -
Black Sea, somewhere north of.
: the Armeman caplta.l of Yere- .

At the tiine, Tchalkouchlan
was in sesirch of a tree, and not
justanytree,buta perfectly con-
figured maple.

At a he1ght of 1,300_metres

above-sea level, the young mian’

found what he was seeking and
pulled out an axe, He and his
comrades spent-the next four
days lugging the timber down
the mountainside, piece by
piece — and Tchalkouchian’s
life, in violin time, had begun.

“Some people talk about the
discovery of the wheel,” he says.
“Iprefer to talk about the dis-
covery of the violin”

Almost four decades have
elapsed since that winter night,
and Tehalkouchian lives in a dif-
ferent country now.

* He is a resident of Wﬂlowdale-
if the north:end of Toronto,
where he dwells along with his
wife, Goar, on-4-wide street of -
stolid ‘bungalows near a huge -
‘brace of hydroelectric towers.
He is the father of two, the
grandfather of three, -

“I am Canadian now,” he says.
“Canada is my country”

But violins are his life.

Sixty years old, with just a few
stubborn flecks of black in his
pewter-grey hair, Tchalkou-
chian continues to ply an age-
old craft,

Heis aviolin~maker — aluthier
— one of only a handful of peo-
ple in Canada who make their
living by akind of aural alchemy,
turning wood into song.

In Tchalkouchian’s case, he
owes nearly a lifetime’s worth of
fine musical instruments to the
. fibre of just one tree, the same
majestic European maple that
he cut down on that moonless
night above the Black Sea some
400 violins ago, “Unti] this day,”
he says in his energetic if some-
what laboured Engiish, “T am
using only that wood.”

Tchatkouchian arrived in Can-
ada in 1995, along with his wife,
ason, and a daughter — and that
‘wasn't all,

In addition to his family and
his precious supply of European
maple, he also brought with him
certain other materials that fig-
ure in the painstaking and
somewhat arcane craft of fash-
ioning beautiful handmade vio-
ling — crushed carmine beetles,
dark tree roots, dried apricots,
and .other commodities the
luthier won't even name.

But it is the wood that matters
most— and, oh, how Hratch Ar-
menious Tchatkouchian cher-
ishes his timber. -

To ensure that an accident ora
fire won't destroy his entire

stack, he keeps his store of ma-

ple in'five caches scattered
around Toronts, all stacked in
neat piles of small, blond planks.
You might suppose; in this
country: of all countries, that -

" Tchalkouchian would deign to
. avail himself of the local lamber

to t1

Canadian among select few who make their living through aural alchemy, turmng wood into song
Armenian maple helps make violins sing but magic behind the shine is top secret, writes Oakland Ross

Hratechs 'rmenious Tchalkouchian found hrs calling in the Caucasus Mountams above the Black Sea. In December of 1967 somewhere north of the Armenijan capital of

MJCHAEL STUPARYK/TORONTO STAR

Yerevan. he cut down the perfect tree. whrchj -3 used to fashlon his fn'st \nolm. Smce then he's made neariy 400 of |'IIS haghly regarded instruments frcm the same tree.

tr;”-linmg,ebony fort y

supply, especially the portion of
it kmown as Acer saccharumn, or
sugar maple. Butno,

“When I think of Canada, I
think of maple,” he says. “It is
ourembiem. ButThaven'tfound
good maple here, It's a little bit
heavy” . .

And so Tchalkouchian con-
Jjures his finely tempered violins
from the flesh of a single Euro-
pean tree.

“Inever tire of violins,” he says.
“WhenIgotobed,Iam thinki
about the violin I will be work-
ing on tomorrow. Every violin-
maker is like that”

Nowadays, Tchalkouchian us-
es his middle name to-identify
his handiwork, and an Arme-
nious violin compares favour-
ably with some of the best in-
struments being fashioned any-
where in the world.

If you were thinking of pur-

. ~chasing a new Armenious, you

had better be prepared to ab-
sorb an additional dent of be-
tween $12,000 and $15000 on
your next bank statement.

This may seem lke a lot of
money — and & {s — but hand-
made violins built by masters of
the craft are not pennywhistles.

The most coveted violins can
be stunmingly expensive, partic-

uIarIy antique mstruments

‘fashioned in France, Germany

or Italy by illustrious luthiers of
centuries past.

The most revered of the spe-
cies undoubtedly are Stradivari-
us violins, made by Antonio
Stradivari of Cremona, Italy,
who lived from 1644 to 1737,

‘When a Strad finds. its way to
auction these days, it might well
fetch a price of hundreds of
thousands, even millions, of dol-
lars, But Stradivarius violins are
rarely offered for sale.

A more modest yet'worthy in-
strument <« say, a good French
violin from the late 19th century
— might change hands for
$50,000 or more. Thisisthe sort
of investment a hard-working
professional violinist pretty
much takes for granted, gener-
ally accompanied by a second
mortgage on the family home.

Still, as newly constructed in- .

struments go, Armenious vio-
lins are well respected and com-
mand impressive prices.

“Myviolins now are all over the
world,” Tchalkouchian says.
“Every continent has myviolins,
A lot of Canadians are playing
my violins”

Other musicians are playmg
instruments fashioned by

Tchalkouéhian’s son, Artak,

-who i5 29 and plans on making a

living as aluthier, too, even ifhe
does have a university degree in
computer science, “I think
about it every day,” says Artak.
“It is waiting to blossom.”

Already, Artak has sold many
of his own violins, albeit at more
restrained prices than those
paid for the violins crafted by his
mentor and parent.

The older man says he became -

a luthier by degrees.

Inhislate teens, Hratch Tehal-
kouchian was playing violin in a
student chamber orchestra in

‘Yerevan. One day, the bridge

broke — that is, the slender
wooden device that raises the
strings above the fingerboard.
“I made a new bridge,” he says.
“I thought, okay. Next, I read a

_little about v1ol1n makmg 1

thought, okay”

Later, hehad to fashion a new
chin rest for his violin, and his
life has unfolded from there.

Initially, Tchalkouchian served

as his own teacher and copied:

techniques used in the French
school of violin making, one of
three broad tendencies in the
luthier's art. The others are the
German school and the Italian
or Cremonese school.

moonsgra\rltatmnal puil;he -
says, the sap recedes th roug_h o

the fibres of the tree, much ;|
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“When I learned the Italian
technique,” says Tchalkouchian,
“I never, ever turned back.”

He continues to adhere to the
Cremonese style now and ea-
gerly explains some of its princi-
ple features. They are mostly
technical and complex, but it's
apparent that Tchalkouchian
has few compunctions about
sharinghis secrets, Infact, hein-
sists that there aren’t any.

“It’s just, you have to have the
skill, the knowledge, and the
heart,” he says. “It's just, you
have to make a good violin.”

Tchalkouchian says it takes
him about a month of labour to
fashion a single instrument.

Each step in the process poses
its own challenges and imparts
its particular pleasures, but
there is something especially
mysterious about the final stag-
es, when the luthier treats a
newly created instrument with
varnish and pigment..

In his case, Tchalkouchian ap-
plies some 60 coats of varnish to
each violin, as well as numerous
treatments of a special liquid
formulation of his own devising
that has a deep burgundy colour
and gives his instruments their
dark metlow hue.

Stored in old gin or vodka bot-

tles, the pigment is composed
pr:manly of the aforemen-
tioned carmine beetles, tree
roots and dried apricots, Tchai-
kouchian identifies the ingredi-
ents without hesitation,
Inguire about his varnish,
however, and he suddenly furns
coy. “I can tell you about every-
thing .except the varnish,” he

:says, “Every violin~ maker has
“his own varnish, I never tell”

- Never mind. It's the music that

‘matters, and just now there is

music to be heard.

Although Tchalkouchian in-
sists that he himself is an indif-
ferent violinist, the same cannot
be said of his daughter-in-law.

She is Gayane Bareghamyan, a
musician to be reckoned with.
She teaches the instrument and
also plays first violin in the
North York Symphony.

A striking, dark-haired wom-
an, dressed now in a blouse and
blue jeans, she takes up a posi-
tion in her father-in-law’'s office
and showrcom, the walls
decked with Armenious violins.

She settles one of these fine in-
struments between her chin
and the blade of her left shoul-
der. She raises her bow.

“Bach Sonata Number 1" she
says. “First movement. Adagio”

The ensuing minutes stream
past in pure violin time, and
theyare heaven.

It is fair to say that no Europe-
an maple, thrumming in an au-
tumn wind high in the Caucasus
Mountains above the Black Sea,
ever dreamed of someday
sounding like this.

“There is no limit to a violin's
beauty,” says Tchalkouchian,
who sways in his chair, a violin
balanced in his lap, his eyes
closed, a blissfir] expression on
his face. He may not play his vio-
lins much, but he surely knows
how to build them. “T am going
to die,” he vows, “with a chisel
and a gouge in my hands.”
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